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There is a widespread view that earlyintervention services in respect of youth
homelessness, introduced from 1996 and
expanded into the Reconnect program,
have been effective (ARTD 1998, RPR 2003,
Australian Government 2008). Calls have
been made for ‘Reconnect type’ early
intervention to be expanded so as to provide
full national coverage which responds to
the real level of need for them (National
Youth Commission 2008; MacKenzie 2008).
The White Paper The Road Home heads in
a similarly expansive direction, indicating
the need for the further development of
services that “turn off the tap”, that is “will
intervene early to prevent homelessness”
(Australian Government 2008, p.14).
The White Paper suggests that the expansion
of such services will be via State and Territory
government initiatives. Perhaps then it is
timely to reflect on the approach to early
intervent ion pract ice that underpins
Reconnect, given the real potential for new
initiatives to leave out critical elements of
the Reconnect practice logic. 
The seeds of good early intervention practice
can be found in the substantial efforts to
understand youth homelessness in the
1980s which culminated in the 1989 Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
Report Our Homeless Children. This report
and the work that contributed to it (such as
O’Connor’s Our Homeless Children: Their
Exper iences )  la id the foundat ion for
appreciating the complexity of factors and
issues needed for a comprehensive response
to youth homelessness. In the following years
early intervention continued to grow as a
specific focus of attention culminating in the
release of the Morris Report in 1995.
Researchers such as Neil and Fopp (1992)
a n d  m o s t  n o t a b l y  M a c K e n z i e  a n d
Chamberlain (1995) laid the ground for youth
homelessness to be viewed as a process
and early intervention to be a necessary
element in a suite of responses. Whilst it
was clear some agencies were doing things
that could be considered early intervention
there was no explicit or overarching practice
framework for undertaking it. 
In 1995 the Commonwealth Government
through the National Youth Affairs Research
Scheme (NYARS) commissioned myself and
Jillian Brannock from Queensland University
of Technology (QUT) to determine models of
best practice for the prevention of, and
early intervention into, youth homelessness.
As we undertook the study it became
apparent that it was the character of effective
early intervention practice that we could most
usefully consider rather than recommend
specific models of service per se. 
T h e  C r a n e  e t  a l  r e s e a r c h  r e p o r t
Homelessness among young people in
Australia: Early intervention and prevention
was submitted to the Commonwealth just
prior to the 1996 Federal election. Shortly
after election the Howard Government
announced the formation of the Prime
Ministerial Taskforce on Youth Homelessness
to respond in part to the Government’s
concerns about the Youth Homeless
Allowance and an insufficient regard it
considered had been given to parents.
Looking back the timing was fortuitous. The
acknowledgement of parents views in the
QUT study and the outline of practice
principles that included a recognition of family
relations, clearly struck a chord with the new
government, even though the contracting of
the study and the interest in early intervention
and family relations practice had their origins
well before this. The Taskforce was to prove
crucial in translating available evidence and
insight into an early intervention program that
could be effectively implemented — with
great credit due to David Eldridge the Chair.
In simple terms to develop a coherent pilot
program the Taskforce combined the notion
of early intervention as a process (drawn from
the work of Chamberlain and MacKenzie),
with practice concepts and principles for
early intervention practice drawn from the
Q U T  s t u d y,  w h i l s t  t h o u g h t f u l l y
accommodating the Commonwealth
requirements to make a link between early
intervention and income support (see Putting
Families in the Picture 1996). 
The conceptualisation of ‘good’ early
intervention practice suggested by the QUT
study continues to underpin Reconnect,
and has influenced a range of other early
intervention initiatives to varying degrees.
What follows here is a summary of some of
the more central aspects of the practice
framework suggested by this study. It is
acknowledged that various subsequent
studies as well as various service’s own
action research has enlarged and deepened
the understanding of particular aspects of
early intervention practice. 
The QUT s tudy  d is t ingu ished ear l y
intervention from prevention. Whilst at one
level this was not new it reflected a concern
at the time that early intervention may be
seen as an ‘answer’ to youth homelessness.
The way these were distinguished provided
a relatively clear basis for engaging in
targeted early intervention practice. The
interface between early intervention and
broader strategies such as community
engagement and the building of protective
factors across particular communities has
continued to be a topic of interest at both
theoretical and practical levels. 
Importantly the study provided the first
substantial focus on the everyday practice
of early intervention. It did this by pooling
insights from a number of contributing
investigations around the broad question
of ‘what would have helped when?’
Separate studies were undertaken eliciting
the perspectives of parents of young people
w h o  h a d  b e c o m e  h o m e l e s s ;  t h e
perspectives of young people who had
become homeless; the policies, programs
and services in operation at the time that
could be seen as early intervention; and the
understandings of ‘good’ early intervention
practice through 25 case studies of services
recommended as ‘doing it’.
Rather than conclude that specific models
of service were needed the QUT study
indicated that good early intervention
practice had a particular character. Good
early intervention practice required: 
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• Immediacy of response. That when
young people or families got to the
point of being open to assistance it
was vital that they were responded to
quickly;
• An appreciative approach to families
expressed as seeing young people and
families as operating in stressful
circumstances rather than being
dysfunctional’. Best practice involves
contextualising the difficulties families
experience;
• That within family relations practice the
perspectives of both young people and
parents needs to be appreciated. The
study indicated that family relations
practice should do this in a way that
does not simply affirm parental frames
and in so doing run the risk of
reinforcing the limitations of these;
• Developing practice models which
combine relational and rights-based
approaches. An important element of a
relational approach was distinguishing
the broader notion of family
reconciliation, defined as “the re-
establishment of positive family
relations between the young person
and particular members of the family
network”, from family restoration or
reunification, “where the young person
returns to live with particular family
members” (Crane et al 1996, p.31).
This broad relational approach to family
reconciliation was adopted by the
Taskforce and not only reflected the
range of family experiences that young
people may have had, but also
provided the common ground for a
wide variety of youth oriented agencies
to commit to a family relations agenda. 
• Conceptualising young people and
parents as needing ‘soft entry points’
and that a wide variety of services
including schools, youth services and
other local services could play this role.
The logic is that as the point of
intervention is ‘early’ so there is a need
to develop a responsiveness amongst
those who are ‘first to know’ that there
is the potential for youth
homelessness. As well as being
responsive themselves, such services
should link to a range of more specific,
and specialist service supports. 
• Such an approach necessitates
substantial cooperation, collaboration
and networking between a wide range
of service providers at local and
regional levels. Importantly not all early
intervention support is conceptualised
as being provided by an early
intervention service. Rather a range of
approaches are required across a
range of service systems. Various
agencies were found to play an
important role in the provision of early
intervention support depending on the
particular factors creating the risk of
homelessness in a particular instance,
and the character of the service
system available locally. Agencies
which often had a key role to play
included schools, non-profit youth and
family services, child protection
agencies, Centrelink and police. 
• The use of explicit action-reflection
processes such as action research
together with substantial staff
support and development
processes. This is necessary if
service development is to be highly
responsive to the context of its
delivery;
• A wide range of service models
could be used and intervention
should be tailored to the particular
young person/ family situation. This
may require the use of individual and
system advocacy, and approaches
other than case management when
appropriate. Best practice in early
intervention was usually found in
services which utilised a number of
practice approaches. Involvement in
direct practice was usefully
accompanied by community level
strategies and in assisting other
services eg schools, to contribute to
early intervention efforts.
• The importance of culturally
appropriate services for indigenous
people and people from non-English
backgrounds, though little early
intervention was found which
targeted these groups.
The QUT study a lso prov ided some
guidance for practitioners in respect of: 
• the way parents and young people
can see ‘home’, belonging and
conflict differently;
• signals for early home leaving that
can lead to homelessness;
• factors which can facilitate a return
home;
• a range of important protective
factors; as well as 
• considerations for practice for early
intervention by family relations
oriented services, schools and youth
services.
The ‘good practices’ drawn from this research
provided a foundation for the early intervention
approach negotiated by the Taskforce
(PMYHT 1998). Extensive evaluations, action
research and ‘field testing’ of particular early
intervention concepts and strategies in the
subsequent YHPP, Reconnect, NAYSS and
HOME Advice programs has further validated
these and provided a more detailed drilling
down in many areas (eg see ARTD 1998,
RPR 1998, Evans and Shaver 2001). For
example the role of early intervention services
in supporting other agencies to make a
positive contribution developed into a clear
community capacity building role that
stood alongside direct practice with young
people and their families (Ryan 2003). Some
terminology has changed over time and some
good practice attributes have been seen as
difficult to implement. For example the
principle of ‘immediacy of response’, is
now expressed in Reconnect as the principle
of Accessibility, and is often referred to by
services as the need to be ‘timely’ (e.g. Baxter
2008). Given limited resources and unmet
demand many services have reported
difficulty in meeting the immediacy criteria,
and it is commonplace for services to develop
specific intake procedures and service
models in response (Evans and Shaver 2001). 
Whilst there is appeal in discovering
particularly successful models of service
which can be ‘rolled out’ across a diversity
of contexts I  bel ieve the success of
Reconnect is in part due to it’s resistance to
overdo this. Rather it has kept outcomes for
young people and families at the centre of
conceptualising intervention, and encouraged
services to develop context responsive,
immediate response and flexible intervention
strategies, whilst at the same having to meet
process accountabilities such as undertaking
participatory action research (Crane 2006).
Whilst maintaining this character it would
be useful for there to be further articulation
of practice approaches which are effective
in particular types of contexts. Importantly
in this respect the White Paper’s enunciation
of core principles for the homelessness
strategy acknowledges that action research
is able to contribute to the generation of
evidence-based policies and services
(Australian Government 2008). 
The frame of early intervention has been
applied to other target groups experiencing
homelessness most notably adults and
families. Whilst some issues resonate with
the early intervention approaches adopted
to youth homelessness there is clearly a need
to re-consider what early intervention means
when applied to different target groups or
socials issue. The better appreciation of
various pathways into homelessness for
various groups (for example Chamberlain
and MacKenzie 2006, Johnson et al 2008)
can assist in developing more nuanced
practice responses. Similarly the framework
of a ‘continuum of responses’ has been
argued as inadequate in respect of those
who experience the homeless service system
on multiple occasions (Johnson et.al. 2008).
In respect of adult homelessness the notion
of early intervention interfaces with how to
sustain tenancies in an environment of
widespread housing stress. The insufficiency
of affordable appropriate housing continues
to an instrumental factor underpinning much
homelessness. 
A number of challenges confront the delivery
of effective youth homelessness early
intervention in the roll out of the White Paper
vision. One concern is that, as the States
and Territories develop their own Reconnect
like initiatives, a more deterministic approach
to management and practice will limit the
capacity of services to be developed that
are responsive to context and sufficiently
flexible. A second is the danger that even
well conceptualised programs can wither if
they are not adequately resourced or
delivered (implementation failure). Adequate
staffing conditions, staff development and
intra-program communication mechanisms
come to mind as essential. 
The development of robust good practice
within Reconnect has been the product of
a long and collaborative project, still ongoing,
t ha t  i n vo l ves  many  e l emen t s .  The
engagement, inquiry, discussions and insights
that are generated through such a project
provide a foundation for those who follow. ■
The full list of the references used in
this article can be found on:
www.chp.org.au/parity/
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